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Whippersnapper

By Michael Rupured

 

Tellumo Magnamater is a fresh-out-of-college, first-year English teacher at Salt Lick County High School in Kentucky. He rides the bus to and from work, and every day he walks to the gym behind his small efficiency apartment to exercise. Perhaps because of being raised by two lesbians, Tellumo is attracted to older men. He sets his sights on fifty-something available bachelor Oliver Crumbly. But Tellumo isn’t the only resident interested in Oliver.

Peggy Tucker, a widow approaching her sixtieth birthday, is determined to marry again, and she thinks Oliver is her perfect match. Despite Tellumo and Peggy striking up a friendship at the gym, neither realizes they are interested in the same man. But the joke might be on both of them. Oliver, a retired history teacher, is the original crotchety old man who hates everything and everybody—especially young people.




For Junie Rupured, my mother, best friend, and biggest fan.




Chapter One: Snowmageddon

 

 

WHERE ARE they? Tellumo Magnamater checked his smartphone for the twentieth time in as many minutes and peeked out between the blinds again. Ice and snow melted from car hoods and rooftops in a cacophony of splashes and trickling water. Sooty ridges of snow the same shade of gray as the late morning sky edged the glistening asphalt.

He hadn’t seen his mothers since August, when they’d helped him move to Fallisville for his first teaching job, three days before the first day of school. He’d planned to visit Cincinnati for Christmas until Snowmageddon—thirty inches of snow in a week’s time—had brought Northern Kentucky to a standstill, putting the kibosh on his holiday plans. Everyone else’s too. Churches canceled Christmas services, and bars remained closed on New Year’s Eve. Until yesterday’s warm front had pushed the temperature into the lower fifties, the mercury hadn’t climbed more than a degree or two above freezing since before Christmas, when the flurries had begun.

As Tellumo checked his smartphone for messages again, a white panel truck with Amazon Home Repair on the side in bright blue letters came into view—sporting noticeably more bumper stickers than the last time he’d seen it. He returned the device to his pocket and glanced around his efficiency apartment once more. Everything looked ready for company.

He ran out to greet his guests. Before the truck had come to a complete stop, the passenger side door opened and Trish bounded toward him, her camel coat unbuttoned to reveal the red-and-green plaid pants and gaudy Santa sweater she’d worn on Christmas for as long as he could remember.

“I’ve missed you so much!” She flung her arms around his neck, kissed his cheek, and held him tight.

He hugged her back, surprised by the tears in his eyes. “I’ve missed you too.” He kissed her cheek, released her, and then turned to Jules, waiting beside them.

“Sorry we’re late.” Jules squeezed him hard. “Roads haven’t been this clear since before Christmas. Everyone and her sister was out.” She let go of him and folded her arms across her chest. The creases in her khaki pants and the long sleeves of the oxford cloth shirt she wore were sharp enough to cut hair. “We made good time once we got out of Cincinnati.”

“I was starting to worry—you’re never late.” Tellumo kissed her cheek. “Need me to help you carry anything in?”

“Nah.” Jules shook her head. “Sorry to disappoint you, but there’s not much to carry.” She gave him a grin and a wink. “I’ll unload the car. You guys go on inside and catch up.”

“If you insist.” Trish grabbed Tellumo by the hand and pulled him toward his apartment. “Give her a few minutes to calm down,” she whispered. “We’ve been arguing since we got off of I-75.”

“About what?” Jules hadn’t seemed the least bit agitated or annoyed. Tellumo hung Trish’s coat on a hook on the back of his front door, leaving it ajar so Jules could get in with her hands full. “The car thing again?”

Trish nodded, plopped onto the sofa, and pushed her glasses up the bridge of her nose. “We’ve argued about it for weeks. She wanted your Christmas present from us to be the money for a down payment.” She patted the sofa cushion and motioned for him to sit. “Don’t get me wrong. I’ve missed you too, and having a car would make visits home easier, but if you don’t want the responsibility….”

“I don’t.” He sat down beside her and smiled. Though he still sometimes wondered, he’d long ago stopped trying to figure out which woman was his biological mother. Trish and Jules weren’t telling and looked enough alike to make guessing difficult. Knowing when he’d been younger might have made a difference but after all these years was unlikely to alter his feelings for either parent. “I thought about getting a car, but I really don’t want the added expense.”

“Makes sense to me.” Trish ran her fingers through her curly brown hair and looked around. “This place can’t cost much. What do you do with your money?”

“Save it—like you’ve drilled into me since I could walk.” The furnished apartment had come with everything but dishes and linens. His additional needs were few—a smartphone, a laptop, Internet access with Wi-Fi, and a decent video gaming system. He lived on a fraction of his income and banked the rest. “Do we need to have a family meeting about the car thing… again?”

“No.” She shrugged. “Your mind is made up, and I’m not changing my vote.” She looped her arm over his shoulder and pulled him close. “Voting again would be pointless.”

“Thanks, Trish.” He kissed her cheek. His mothers had almost always presented a united front—especially in family meetings. On the rare occasion when they disagreed, his had been the deciding vote.

“Still struggling to keep your head above water at work?”

He shook his head. “The break gave me a chance to work ahead. I’m much more prepared for the second half of the year.” He’d started the school year behind and had never caught up. Except for the occasional grocery run and daily trips to the gym to preserve his sanity, Tellumo had needed every waking moment for grading papers, preparing lesson plans, and otherwise tending to his teaching responsibilities. “Getting home should be easier this term.”

“Good.” She patted his leg. “Not seeing you since we dropped you off in August was hard, but we knew you’d be home for Christmas.” Trish shrugged. “The first without you was rough—especially since we’d been expecting to see you.”

“I really wanted to come home. Snowmageddon messed with everyone’s holiday plans.”

“Yell when you’re ready. Taking a break from work is rarely a problem, and we like getting out of the city, so driving down to visit or pick you up isn’t a problem.” She squeezed his shoulder and pecked him on the cheek. “Jules thinks you’d be better off with a car and is mad because I won’t take her side.” She ruffled his hair and kissed his forehead. “You’re a grown man—I trust you to make your own decisions.”

“I do too.” Jules stood in the doorway with a shopping bag in each hand. “And I’m not mad at anyone, I just think Tellumo’s life would be a lot easier with a car.”

“What about my carbon footprint?” Tellumo smiled. Keeping up with the causes his mothers supported was a full-time job, made only a little easier by the array of bumper stickers covering their van. “The shopping center behind my apartment has everything I need, and the bus gets me back and forth to work or anyplace else in town I need to go.”

“You could still walk or take the bus,” Jules said, dropping the bags in the kitchen. “A car would give you the freedom to take weekend road trips.”

“Like to Cincinnati?” Tellumo had been ready for a change of scenery. Fallisville was close—about an hour from Cincinnati by car—and the principal of his school, Mr. Wyrick, hadn’t lied. Teaching at Salt Lick County High was the job of his dreams.

“Melody misses you and sends her love,” Trish said. “We almost invited her to come with us, but your place is so small.” She glanced around his apartment. His double bed was visible behind the overstuffed sofa that divided the space into living and sleeping areas. “I was afraid one more might be one too many.”

“Mel and I video chat a couple of times a week.” Tellumo smiled. Trish and Jules had been disappointed he hadn’t sprung for a larger apartment, with room for overnight guests.

On the other side of a counter with two stools where he ate his meals and graded papers, Jules unpacked the bags she’d carried in from the car. “What needs to go in the refrigerator and what goes in the oven?”

Trish rose from the sofa and joined her partner in the kitchen. “When do you guys want to eat?”

“It’s almost noon now,” Tellumo said. “Is one o’clock too soon?”

“Yeah—the tofurkey needs to bake for seventy-five minutes,” Trish said, turning on the oven. “Will you starve before one thirty?”

He shook his head. “I think I’ll live. Anything I can do to help?”

Jules folded the empty bags and placed them on top of the refrigerator. “Wait.” She looked at Trish. “Seems like we’re missing something.”

Trish furrowed her brow and examined the items spread out on the counter before her. “Gluten-free rolls, edamame, quinoa stuffing….” She scanned the foil packets and plastic containers before turning to Jules. “No, looks like everything is here.”

They looked at each other and then at Tellumo.

He folded his arms across his chest and shook his head. “I can’t believe you’re making me do this again. I’m twenty-three years old!”

“Humor me,” Jules said. “See if I left anything in the van, will you?”

“If you insist.” He took her keys and headed for the vehicle. At five, he’d stumbled upon a cache of not-yet-wrapped gifts intended for him for the upcoming winter solstice. Ever since, his mothers had found hiding places away from the two-bedroom townhome he’d called home from the day he’d arrived from the hospital to August of last year. They’d act like they’d forgotten about buying presents and then send him on a random errand, leading him to discover what they’d bought for him.

A pair of beautifully wrapped, oversized shirt boxes sat in the back seat. The nearest, obviously from Jules, sported thin black stripes against a shiny silver background, topped with a silver bowtie. Trish’s featured a brightly colored tie-dye pattern beneath a riotous mass of thin, loosely curled ribbon in a rainbow of cheerful colors. He placed one under each arm and returned to his apartment.

“Well what do you know?” Jules beamed. “Go ahead—open them.”

“Wait,” Tellumo said. “If we’re opening presents now….” He dropped the boxes on the coffee table, retrieved his gifts from the walk-in closet, and handed one to each of them. “You aren’t the easiest people in the world to buy for, you know.”

Jules ripped hers open and gasped. “A Gladys Bentley CD? Where on earth did you find it?”

Tellumo smiled. “I put it together with everything I could find about her on the Internet—including a couple of videos of her performing.”

“Very cool!” She hugged him.

Trish held up the book he’d given her. “A first edition of All Passion Spent, signed by Vita Sackville-West.” She looked at Tellumo. “How…?”

“Great deal on eBay,” he lied. No point telling her Eduardo Clemente—an older man he’d gone out with a couple of times—had given the book to Tellumo after he’d mentioned her fascination with the author.

“Your turn,” Trish said.

Tellumo opened the silver-and-black box first. Inside, he found a short-cut gray corduroy blazer with black patches on the elbows. In the other box was the same blazer, only in camel with brown patches.

“We couldn’t make up our mind, so we got both.” Jules furrowed her brow. “You like them, don’t you?”

Tellumo shook his head. “Nope.” Their faces fell, but before they could say anything, he added, “I love them!” He slid into the gray coat and twirled around. “Now I feel like a real teacher.”

 

 

PEGGY TUCKER couldn’t remember when she’d last washed and set her own hair. Professionals at Holy Snips had tended to her hairdressing needs for a long time. For the last four years, Giorgio Mancini had done the job.

“Look at you!” Giorgio stopped in front of Peggy, placed his hands on his hips, and looked her up and down. “Girl, you’re looking good!” His high heels clicked on the tiled floor as he circled her, whistling like a construction worker several times. “We doing the makeover we’ve been talking about today?”

“No.” Peggy’s face grew hot. “Not until I’m ready for my after photo.” His fawning tickled her. She’d quit wondering if he meant what he said or was buttering her up for a bigger tip. Like the good book says, better not to look a gift horse in the mouth. “You ready for me? My scalp is itching me to death.”

“I’m sorry.” He clasped his hands in front of him. “Please forgive me. Yesterday was the first day we’ve been open since before Christmas.” He waved his hand toward half a dozen women sitting under hairdryers. “I’m running a little behind.” He turned toward the back and yelled. “Ernesto! Can you wash Miss Peggy?”

A skinny young man with pale skin, spiky blue hair, big plugs in his earlobes, and tattoo-covered arms approached them. “Sure, Papi.”

Giorgio cupped Ernesto’s chin in his palm. “Thank you. Ti amo, amore mio.”

“I love you too, Papi,” Ernesto said, and then he turned to Peggy. “You ready, hon?”

Peggy nodded. “Past ready. Snowmageddon caused me to miss my last appointment.”

“You and half of Fallisville.” Ernesto pointed to the changing room door. “Slip into a smock, hon, and I’ll shampoo you.”

The changing room also served as the storage area for supplies and overstock of the products Holy Snips sold to customers. Peggy loved them all, but since she never washed her own hair, she only bought the Heavenly Cloud hairspray. She put on one of the lavender smocks hanging on hooks and found Ernesto waiting for her in front of a washing basin.

“Okay, hon, lean back for me.”

She scooted up in the chair a bit until her neck fell into place on the edge of the basin. Ernesto sprayed water against his palm for a moment before turning the flow to her head. “Too hot, hon?”

“Just right,” Peggy said, closing her eyes. “So Giorgio’s your father?”

The water stopped. Ernesto stepped back and looked at her. “Excuse me?”

“You called him Papi.” She met his gaze. “Is he your daddy?”

He looked at her for a long moment and then nodded. “Yes, he’s my daddy.”

“Lord have mercy! I didn’t even know he was married.” She studied his face. “You must favor your momma because you don’t look a thing like Giorgio.” He pushed her head down and cool glops of Halo shampoo hit her scalp as the familiar citrus fragrance reached her nose. “I didn’t know he had children. Do you have any brothers or sisters?”

The young man washing someone’s hair in the next basin over giggled. “Giorgio is my daddy too.”

Peggy gasped and tilted her head toward him. “Really?” As far as she could tell, they were close to the same age. Giorgio was either older than he looked or had fathered the boys in his teen years. “What’s your name?”

“Derrious.”

“I’m Peggy. Nice to meet you.” Ernesto had fair skin rather than his father’s olive complexion. Derrious was as black as the ace of spades. “I’d never guess you two were brothers.”

Ernesto snorted then redoubled his efforts to scrub and massage her itching scalp. “We have different mothers.”

“Yeah.” Derrious snickered. “That’s it.”

Good grief! She’d seen Giorgio every other week all this time and had no idea he’d ever been married or had children. As Ernesto rinsed the Angel Wing conditioner from her hair, she decided asking if his mother was the current wife would be insensitive. She’d wait and ask Giorgio.

“Perfect timing,” Giorgio said. He held his elbow out. “Shall we?”

Peggy hooked her elbow into his. “Oh Giorgio—always such a gentleman.” He escorted her to his chair. She sat down and he pumped the pedal, raising her several inches higher. “Wish I was thin enough to wear heels like those.”

He lifted his leg and hitched up his slacks. “These?” He beamed. “I got them for Christmas and haven’t taken them off except to sleep.” He turned around and lifted his foot up again. “See the red bottoms? They’re Louboutins.”

The good Lord hadn’t blessed Giorgio with height. Seeing him in women’s high heels the first time had been a shock. “When men’s shoes come with five-inch heels,” he’d said, “I’ll wear them. Until then, I need all the help I can get.” Who was she to judge? She felt the same way about Spanx.

“Giorgio, you sly devil, you. I had no idea Ernesto and Derrious were your boys. For half brothers, they sure do get along well.”

His scissors fell to the floor. “Oh, clumsy me!” He swapped them for a pair he pulled from a comb-filled jar of blue sanitizer. “What did they tell you?”

“Ernesto said you were his daddy. Derrious overheard our conversation and said you were his daddy too.” She beamed. “Fine-looking boys.”

“Thank you.” The scissors whizzed around her head and wisps of hair fell to the floor.

“Which boy’s mother is your current wife?”

He dropped the scissors again. When he stood, his face was beet red. “Uh, neither one, actually. We’re, uh… not together.”

“Oh, I see,” Peggy said. “But the boys live with you?”

He nodded. “We didn’t spend much time together when they were younger.”

“How wonderful, then, for them to want to live with you now.” Peggy wished she had sons or daughters who wanted to spend time with her, but alas, her childbearing years were behind her.

The hot air whooshing from the helmet over her head prevented her from hearing anything. She flipped through the pages of Modern Bride, replacing the faces of the happy couple with herself and Mr. Crumbly, the handsome man who motivated her participation in the grueling Boot Steppin’ classes. She’d overheard the receptionist at the gym greeting him, but didn’t know his first name, what he did for a living, or where he went to church.

He paid her no attention, but then she’d never seen him give so much as a second glance to another person. Besides, except for Walter Addison, whose wife, Virginia, showed no signs of kicking the bucket anytime soon, Mr. Crumbly was her only prospect. His ring finger was bare, and the absence of any telltale tan lines or imprints suggested he’d been single for a while. When she lost a few more pounds, she’d say hello or something.

 

 

OLIVER CRUMBLY watched the Salt Lick County snowplow scrape the street in front of his house with a mixture of satisfaction and relief. Ten days of complaining had finally paid off. Two feet of snow had fallen in the day or two leading up to Christmas. A week later, before plows or salt trucks had reached Thoroughbred Acres, another six inches had fallen.

He’d been trapped at home since Christmas Eve. Worn treads had kept his Taurus from getting any traction on the flat street in front of his house. Driving out of the hilly subdivision would have been impossible.

Bill Pinkley, head meteorologist for local Channel 13, said El Niño or La Niña had caused the winter storm. Oliver couldn’t remember which, or why what happened so far away made a difference in the weather in Northern Kentucky, but if Bill Pinkley said so, it must be true. Heeding his advice to stock up on groceries ahead of the first flurries had kept Oliver from running out of food.

Thirty inches was a lot of snow to have fallen in a week’s time, and Calumet Circle was in the back of Thoroughbred Acres. Still, ten days was too long to wait for snow removal. Calls to the county road department had fallen on deaf ears. The surly customer service representative had hung up on him—four times. Miss Bethany Williams, Customer Service Representative II, was about to learn messing with Oliver Crumbly was a mistake. He’d mailed a lengthy letter detailing her incompetence and rude behavior to the director of the county road department with copies to the mayor, Oliver’s representative on the city council, and the Kentucky and U.S. Departments of Transportation.

Too bad Kevin Leonard had missed the blizzard. For eight years, Oliver’s ex had complained about the lack of winter snow. But then, nothing in Kentucky had suited Kevin. He’d grown up in the upper Midwest, where life was better in every way. Eight years of Kevin’s delusions of grandeur, condescending attitude, and manufactured facts had been a good four too many.

Oliver didn’t miss him one little bit. Not anymore. He dropped into his recliner, turned on the television, and flipped to the TV’s channel guide. His forty-eight-year-old ex had returned to North Dakota last February to live with his parents and, according to a mutual friend, was still unemployed. Because Mr. and Mrs. Leonard had often driven their camper down to Kentucky for weeklong visits, Oliver knew them a lot better than he’d have preferred. In his opinion, the sorry son and his parents deserved each other.

The viewing options scrolling on the screen at a snail’s pace failed to keep his attention, and his mind wandered. Falling for the wrong guys was Oliver’s gift. The first time his heart had been broken, he’d believed he would die. But he’d lived to love again… and again… and again… and again. Five times he’d survived a broken heart and the end of yet another relationship gone bad. Getting over kicking men out of his life had grown easier with experience. After Kevin left, Oliver’s battle-scarred heart had healed in record-breaking time.

He settled on a home renovation show on HGTV. Considering how badly he’d been fooled this last time—not to mention for how long—Oliver had given up on a love life. His malfunctioning picker was either defective or damaged beyond repair. He’d wasted years trying to put broken, needy men back together—years he’d never get back. No more fixer-uppers. Unless a move-in-ready man came along, he was better off living out his golden years as a bachelor.

The lights had flickered a few times during the storm, but he’d never lost power. Foregoing his annual pilgrimage to Dayton, Ohio, to spend Christmas with Letty and Sid Dawson had been a disappointment. Spending the holiday alone for the first time in his life hadn’t been easy, but he’d survived.

Cabin fever had set in days ago. Had the neighbors heeded the city ordinance and cleared the snow from the sidewalk in front of their houses, he’d have gone for walks. But they hadn’t. As with requirements to clean up after one’s pet and to park in the same direction as traffic, the ordinance wasn’t worth the paper it was written on. Countless letters over the years to the mayor, city council members, the editor of the Fallisville Gazette, and agencies responsible for enforcement of the various ordinances had had no impact. When the book he was writing hit the New York Times best sellers list, he’d hire an attorney and sue someone.

If he had the money, he’d sue a lot of people. Nobody did what they were supposed to do anymore. Oliver blamed technology. The silly Internet was bad enough. The ability to access the time-sucking World Wide Web by telephone was the beginning of the end. He’d have none of it, thank you very much.

The television screen blurred into an abstract image comprised of little blinking boxes in various colors. More bad technology, although he had to admit, when the damn thing worked, HD was a big improvement over the black-and-white television he’d had when Kevin moved in. But needing cable to watch television totally pissed him off. Having to watch commercials and pay for television was infuriating. To make matters worse, he’d had nothing but problems since installation. Dealing with the local cable monopoly gave him a headache. Letters to the cable company, copied to the Federal Communications Commission, his representative on the city council, and the Kentucky Public Service Commission, had gone unanswered.

The world had changed, and not in a good way. Nobody cared anymore—about anything or anyone but themselves. Instead of engaging with the world around them, people stared at telephones and tuned out with earphones. Memorable events weren’t experienced, but watched through the lens of a camera. Whizzes with technology couldn’t read or write cursive. Soon, the average third grader would have no problem forging notes from Mom or Dad to the teacher. The thought of future presidents block printing signatures to turn bills into law turned his stomach.

He turned off the television and dropped the remote control on the coffee table. Jumping on the bandwagon for new technology wasn’t his style. The eight-track tapes, the cassette tapes that had replaced them, and the compact discs he’d refused to buy were all obsolete. A few of his albums were a little scratched or skipped here and there, but the record collection he’d assembled in the seventies and eighties otherwise sounded as good as it had forty years ago.

Nope, high tech didn’t interest him a bit. The old technology worked fine. He’d lived this long without computers, cell phones, and the Internet and saw no good reason to change.

Solitude wasn’t so bad. Skipping the holiday decorations, parties, and elaborate dinners had freed up a lot of time—time he’d devoted to the book he was writing and clearing the house of any remnants of Kevin. Boxes of his junk filled the garage, leaving barely enough room to park the Taurus.

Shipping the lot of them to North Dakota would cost a fortune. Kevin would say to ship everything, promise to drop a check in the mail, and never send the money. Oliver had already paid for boxes and wasn’t willing to spend another dime on his freeloading ex. If the junk had been important or at all valuable, Kevin wouldn’t have left it behind. The dispatcher at Goodwill said she’d send a truck out when the roads cleared off.

The snowplow finally getting to his neighborhood was a good sign. Maybe this week, Goodwill would come. If not, he’d give them another call.




Chapter Two: Fit as a Fiddle

 

 

PEGGY TUCKER blew into Fit as a Fiddle fifteen minutes earlier than usual—half an hour before Boot Steppin’ class. Arriving early guaranteed a spot on the back row right behind Mr. Crumbly’s usual spot on the front row. The new workout ensemble she had on—a Christmas present to herself—motivated her to get to the gym especially early.

Jumping around in class sometimes made her pee her pants. Pads helped but were uncomfortable. An empty bladder made a bigger difference. Getting in and out of the leotard and yoga pants could be tricky. The extra fifteen minutes allowed plenty of time to go to the bathroom before class.

Despite her having lost seventeen and two-thirds pounds, the spandex covering everything but her head, feet, and hands wasn’t nearly as flattering as she’d expected. The black stretchy fabric chafed her skin and emphasized bulges and curves nobody needed to see. At the last minute, she’d slid the colorful active-wear jacket and slacks she’d ordered from Lane Bryant over her new leotard and yoga pants.

She strode across the gym, wincing at the loud music blaring from the speakers. She and several women from the church had joined Body By God in October. The devilishly handsome Vic Hunter had come by Wednesday night prayer meeting to explain the gym’s biblical approach to fitness and exercise. Vic had promised to transform her into a worship-worthy temple. His words had ignited a spark of hope and given her reason to believe—even at fifty-nine and three quarters—another marriage might still be in the cards.

The double doors to the Garden of Gethsemane, now called the Corral, closed behind her. The beautiful mural of Jesus surrounded by his apostles in an olive grove had been painted over and covered with posters of shirtless cowboys and half-naked cowgirls. She placed a step platform and a set of risers she knew she’d never use a couple of feet from the back wall, spreading across the step one of the Jesus Saves towels she embroidered and sold online.

Peggy didn’t approve of the changes the new owners had made to the gym, not one iota. She would quit, but her prepaid membership didn’t run out until April. Like the Bible says, waste not, want not. Besides, if she was ever going to get Mr. Crumbly to notice her on the back row, she needed to lose at least twenty more pounds. Thirty, if she were being honest with herself, but twenty would make a difference.

More than the music and décor suffered under the new owners. The place was going downhill, fast. The immodest workout attire some women wore was atrocious. Peggy shuddered. What was this world coming to? She counted at least a dozen girls wearing obscenely short cutoff blue jeans with pockets poking out from underneath—a few even wore cowboy hats, and boots instead of tennis shoes.

She glanced at her watch. Twenty minutes until class started. She smiled at a young, heavily tattooed woman beside her who was tapping away on one of those telephones young people stared at all the time. The phone-obsessed blonde was showing almost as much flesh as the girls pictured in the centerfolds of the magazines Peggy’s last husband, Earl—God rest his soul—liked to sneak into the bathroom.

“Would you mind keeping an eye on my stuff?” Peggy asked.

The girl looked up long enough to respond, “Sure. No problem.”

Peggy hurried out of the Corral and beelined for the women’s locker room. A woman in a bright yellow jumpsuit caught her eye—Gladys Honeycutt, chair of the altar society at Trinity Baptist Church and the biggest gossip in Fallisville. Her strategic location overlooked the most direct route from the gym’s entrance to the locker room. Given the chance, the gossipy woman would talk Peggy’s right arm off and start on her left.

Keeping an eye on the back of the yellow jumpsuit, Peggy ducked her head and darted behind a row of treadmills as she snuck toward the locker room. She passed Tellumo, the handsome young man with chestnut hair and dazzling green eyes she’d befriended since joining the gym. He was a nice boy—like a pierced and tattooed version of Jesus, without the beard. He smiled at her and nodded in her direction.

Peggy raised a finger to her lips. “Shhh!” She jerked her head toward Gladys. He glanced in the direction of the yellow jumpsuit and then gave Peggy a thumbs-up.

She slipped into the locker room, striding with purpose through the changing area to a bathroom with a large mirror over a trio of sinks opposite a row of stalls. The handicapped stalls on either end were occupied. If she waited for one to open up, someone would think she needed the extra room. Peggy stepped into a smaller stall in the middle of the row and closed the door behind her.

She slipped out of the sweat suit, banging her head against the door and gouging her hip with the toilet paper dispenser in the process. She hung the loose-fitting slacks with the matching jacket on a hook on the stall door, dabbed her face and neck with a few squares of toilet paper, and fell onto the seat.

She stood and took a few deep breaths before grasping the high waistband of her yoga pants to push and wiggle until she’d maneuvered the clingy fabric over her hips. She dropped onto the toilet seat again and, without stopping to catch her breath, maneuvered the yoga pants past ample thighs to dimpled knees.

A toilet flushed and Peggy froze. A nasty aroma saturated the air she breathed. A moment later, she heard someone washing up. Sweat streamed from her face, cascading in rivulets down her neck, back, and chest. She yanked a swatch of paper from the roll and swabbed up what perspiration she could.

When she’d ordered her leotard, snaps in the crotch had sounded like a feature for women of easy virtue. The practical value had since become obvious. Future leotards would have them, but until then, wrestling her way through the neck of the tight-fitting garment was her only option.

As she struggled to free her arms from the long sleeves, she struck her funny bone against the stall. “Ouch!” She stood again, opening and closing her tingling fist and rubbing her elbow for a moment before mopping her face and torso with another big wad of toilet tissue. Success was within reach. She pushed the leotard over her hips to her knees, yanked her granny panties down, and collapsed—exhausted—onto the toilet seat.

She pulled a yard or so from the roll and sponged her body as her bladder emptied. After a deep, cleansing breath of stale farts, Peggy wiped with more of the scratchy paper, stood, and flushed. As she reached for her panties, she noticed something wasn’t right.

Yellow water and toilet paper swirled around the bowl, drawing ever closer to the seat. She yanked her white cotton underpants into place as the water continued to rise. Then she grabbed the leotard and stretch pants knotted together around her ankles, lifting them from the floor as the water crested the bowl.

Peggy’s heart rate soared. She sorted through the black fabric coiled around her calves until she found a sleeve. She yanked hard and the leotard broke free from the spandex yoga pants clasped between her knees.

Water cascaded over the rim, spreading beyond her stall across the tiled floor. She thought she was alone but wasn’t sure. She thrust her hands into the sleeves of the leotard and raised her arms, ignoring the sharp pain in her sides from the effort, pushing and straining as the garment moved up her body until her fingers poked through the other end of the sleeves. She adjusted the snug fabric with a few well-placed tugs and the leotard was on. Gripping the waistband of the stretchy pants, she unclenched her knees and then tugged and yanked with all her might, grunting with effort as she maneuvered the yoga pants over her hips to her waist.

Compared to her battle with the spandex garments, slipping into her activewear jacket and slacks was a piece of cake. She opened the stall door and tiptoed across the wet tile, reaching the carpeted changing area at the same time as the ever-expanding puddle from the overflowing toilet.

The changing area was empty. Nobody had noticed the flood yet, but they would, and given the volume of water pouring from the toilet, sooner rather than later. If she hurried, nobody would know the flood had been her fault. She quickened her pace and headed for the gym.

 

 

OLIVER WAS never late, ever, but unexpected traffic and long lights had burned up the extra time he’d allowed for the trip across town. He scanned the rearview mirror and the road ahead before nudging his Taurus up four miles over the speed limit. Unless the police pulled him over or he ran into trouble parking, he might still be on time for his three o’clock step class.

Conditions had improved since his trip to the grocery the day before. The sun remained behind the clouds, but the temperature had climbed several degrees. Dirty gray ridges of snow remained in parking lots and along side streets across Fallisville, but roads were mostly clear and dry. Nonetheless, he watched for patches of black ice. Better safe than sorry.

His ex had followed a different philosophy. Oliver could almost hear Kevin berating him for driving so slow. “They’re not allowed to pull you over unless you’re going more than seven miles over the speed limit. It’s in the Constitution. I swear!”

Letty O’Mara Dawson had warned him about Kevin, but Oliver had paid no attention. As always, he should have listened to his best friend. She’d never steered him wrong before, but he hadn’t wanted to hear the truth. After he’d come home early from the gym and caught Kevin in bed with that trampy little blue-haired houseboy of Giorgio’s, Letty had driven down from Dayton and stayed with him for a couple of days. Not once did she ever say, “I told you so,” even when Oliver had acknowledged she’d been right.

Snowmageddon ruined their annual get-together and completely disrupted his fitness regimen. Jane Fonda workout videos were a fair replacement for the cardio classes he missed, but sit-ups, push-ups, and planks were no substitute for the strength-training equipment at the gym. Losing forty-five pounds hadn’t been easy. Keeping the weight off was a challenge—especially this time of year. Retiring didn’t mean he could let himself go. He’d worked too hard and come too far to backslide now.

Oliver pulled into the shopping center as the digits on the First Bank & Trust sign switched from 55o to 2:54. Seven years ago, he and Kevin had joined what was then known as Epic Fitness. Among the gyms they’d considered, the spacious new facility had state-of-the-art equipment and offered the widest variety of classes.

The place had changed hands and names several times in the intervening years. Since retiring from Salt Lick County High, Oliver had considered joining one closer to home—especially during the Body By God era. Stepping for Jesus to hymns and Christian pop tunes with big-haired women in full makeup had been entertaining, but the Reach for the Lord replacements for yoga classes had been too much.

Oliver couldn’t prove anything, but was certain Kevin had fooled around with Vic Hunter, the owner of Body by God, in his office at the gym. Oliver had planned to drop his membership when his contract ran out in February, but the gym had again changed hands in November, reopening after a weeklong renovation as Fit as a Fiddle. The country-western theme appealed to rednecks of both genders and, by far, was the gym’s most successful iteration. For Oliver, however, the jury was still out.

He grumbled under his breath about the pickup trucks of various hues, sizes, and distances from the ground filling the parking lot as he searched for a space one of the big gas-guzzlers hadn’t encroached upon. Few in Fallisville needed a monster pickup truck, and they had little time for the gym. Oliver wondered when pickup trucks had become cool. He was about to park under a rusty red Chevrolet with eight-foot tires when he found an open space.

He stashed his wallet under the seat, grabbed his towel, and locked the door. The air was cool enough for a jacket, but he left his in the car. Lockers were an option, but unless he really had to pee, he avoided the locker room. Straight men in various stages of undress made him uncomfortable.

The gym’s pretty blonde receptionist called to mind a Dallas Cowboys Cheerleader. The slim, athletic young woman wore western boots, tight-fitting jeans, a cropped top, and a ten-gallon hat. The white hat and shirt bore the Fit as a Fiddle logo, with red letters made to look like planks ripped from an old barn sandwiched between very fit, updated versions of Li’l Abner and Daisy Mae. The receptionist scanned the card on Oliver’s key ring, furrowed her brow as she studied the computer screen for a few seconds, and then smiled. “Have a great workout, Mr. Crumbly.”

Oliver headed toward the Corral for his Boot Steppin’ class, searching for familiar faces as he made his way through the crowded facility. January was always busy at the gym, but Oliver suspected cabin fever had more to do with today’s mob than New Year’s resolutions. He saw the Yeller checking himself out in the mirror, and a few other guys he didn’t care to meet who often worked out when Oliver did. He wondered if they had a nickname for him, like the Loner, Old Dude, or maybe Dances with Women.

Nine times out of ten, Oliver was the only man in the classes he attended. A quick glance around the room confirmed today’s Boot Steppin’ class would be no exception. He tossed his keys and towel on the floor, grabbed a step platform and two sets of risers from the shelves along the wall, and set up in his usual spot, right of center on the front row for unobstructed views of the instructor and Oliver’s reflection in the mirrored front wall.

As the instructor made her way to the front of the room, Oliver warmed up with a few deep-knee bends and leg stretches. He glanced at his watch. Exactly three o’clock. Time to get this show on the road.

 

 

TELLUMO WAS on the treadmill, wrapping up his workout with a little cardio. Some days running was easy, and some days, not so much. After a rough start, today had become an easy day. He’d logged two and a half miles already and felt like he could run forever.

The scenery helped. Last week, when everyone had been snowed in and he’d about had the gym to himself, he’d struggled to run a mile. The people coming, going, and milling around gave Tellumo something more to watch than the gym’s entrance and the numbers on the treadmill console.

Heads turned as a male voice bellowed from the weight room. Tellumo sighed and shook his head. The roar had come from a tall, lean guy in his late twenties who wanted everyone to know how hard he worked out. No matter when Tellumo came to the gym, he was always there, checking himself in the mirror for any sign of fat between each noisy set. Tellumo liked a man with more meat on his bones, more life experience, and at least a little silver on top.

Like the Silver Fox. Perhaps today his vigilance would be rewarded and the ridiculously hot middle-aged man he’d admired from afar since August would return. Tellumo knew the man’s routine well enough. Boot Steppin’ class at three o’clock on Saturdays and seven o’clock on Thursdays; free weights sometime between four and six on Mondays, Wednesdays, and Fridays; Zumba at six o’clock on Tuesdays; and one of the Sunday afternoon stretching classes. He missed a day here and there, but never more than a few days in a row. Snowmageddon had caused the biggest break in the Silver Fox’s routine since Tellumo had joined the gym.

The Silver Fox was the epitome of the polar bear/leather daddy stereotype—beefy, with enough of a paunch to make him human, but muscular and at least six foot tall, with short-cropped salt-and-pepper hair and a matching, well-trimmed beard. He looked pissed all the time and scowled at anyone who got in his way. Dress him up in leather and chains, and assuming he was reasonably well-hung, the man could make a fortune in the porn industry.

Tellumo wondered what kind of porn the Silver Fox preferred. The porn a guy picked to watch from the nearly infinite range of options said a lot about him. A casual observer of the websites Tellumo visited could easily see what floated his boat. He couldn’t explain his attraction to older men but suspected his upbringing played a role. Mother Universe had a wicked sense of humor.

The issues Trish and Jules were passionate about stemmed from the actions of greedy old white men. Given their disdain for the patriarchy, Tellumo speculated they must have been horrified to give birth to a boy, rather than the daughter they surely would have preferred. Whatever their initial reaction may have been, they loved him, and had been as good or better at parenting as others he’d known with the same job title.

Like any good son, however, Tellumo followed his mothers’ wishes and directives more when they were around than when they weren’t. He sometimes ate red meat and was particularly fond of veal. As Trish swore she could smell meat on him, sneaking around for the occasional hamburger or scaloppini had added a little excitement to his life. Ditto his taste in men. Old white guys were the enemy. Perhaps that’s why Tellumo found them so attractive.

The Corral was filling up fast for the popular three o’clock Boot Steppin’ class. Tellumo was ready to start his cooldown when the Silver Fox entered the gym. Tellumo guessed he was in his late forties or early fifties and was pretty sure he was gay. Everything about him screamed uptight in a way Tellumo found endearing. Navy stripes on the tube socks pulled up almost to his knees matched his long basketball shorts and a stripe across the shoulders of the white, V-neck, short-sleeved shirt he wore. Tellumo had seen him wearing variations on the same outfit in a wide range of color combinations, many with matching shoes.

What set the dapper gentleman apart from the rest of the guys, however, was his participation in the group classes. He was comfortable enough with his masculinity to be the only guy in a room full of women. Tellumo felt certain his female classmates watched his every move. He would—and did whenever he had the opportunity.

The fact the Silver Fox was an older white guy pushed all Tellumo’s buttons. His mothers would no doubt rather he lived on veal for the rest of his life.




Chapter Three: Boot Steppin’

 

 

PEGGY’S SNEAKERS squished as she dragged her feet across the carpeted walkway to dry the soles. A mirrored wall brought her up short. Good Lord! She pulled the bottom of her jacket out of the sleeve and shifted her pants around so the seams were in the right place. She fingered the sweat-soaked curls plastered to her skull. Nothing she’d done since joining the gym had caused her to sweat so much. She could reapply the makeup perspiration had washed from her face, but fixing her hair would require the skills of a professional.
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